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Abstract 
This paper traces the origin, and motivations for use, of partnering in the Australian construction 
industry.  The issue of using the methodology in the industry is examined in relation to the 
'vicious-circle' of adversarial behaviours and disputes that it is intended to break.  Here it is 
argued that the continual tension brought about by competitive bidding has created to a culture 
akin to the 'law of the jungle', leading to a lack of trust and communication between those 
involved and hence to poor relationships and adversarial attitudes and disputes, and this in turn 
has led to an even greater use of competitive bidding procurement by clients as a means of 
mitigating the resulting damage - thus maintaining a self-supportive and never-ending vicious 
circle of problems and disputes.  Finally, a small empirical study is described aimed at 
ascertaining the degree of acceptance and use of partnering, and its success or otherwise to date.  
The study provided a reported success rate of over 95 percent and an overwhelming majority of 
contractors willing to use the methodology. 
Keywords: Adversarial relationships, disputes, failure, opinion survey, partnering, success. 
 
 
1  Introduction 
 
During the late 1980's a widespread view developed in the Australian construction industry that 
there had been a very large increase in the number of contractual claims and disputes in the 
industry in the previous ten years.  There seemed to have been a change in attitudes that led 
parties to pursue or resist claims, often with little regard for the particular merits of the claims. 
This trend towards increased disputes and litigation, and the changes in attitudes which 
promoted increasingly aggressive and confrontational relationships, was seen as tending to 
adversely affect the efficiency and well being of the industry.  The result was to put at risk the 
co-operative attitudes that are necessary to achieve timely and efficient completion of building 
and construction projects. 
Concerns regarding this led to the formation of a Research Project Group made up of senior 
management people from the Australian Federation of Construction Contractors, the Australian 
Institute of Quantity Surveyors and Federal and State Government Construction  
Authorities.  The Research Group visited a number of countries in Europe, America, Asia and 
the Pacific.  The Research Report 'Strategies for the Reduction of Claims and Disputes in the 
Construction Industry - A Research Report' was published by the group in 1988. 
The research report identified the principal causes of claims and disputes.  It also made a 
large number of recommendations intended to encourage a change in attitudes and practices in 
the Australian construction industry that in time would reduce the incidence of claimsmanship, 
and facilitate the settlement of legitimate claims quickly and fairly.  The report also suggested 
ways in which the incidence of disputes might be reduced, and quickly settle those which did 
occur at a minimum cost to the parties. 
The report was widely acclaimed by the industry as making a major contribution to the 
solution of problems that were seen as causing great difficulty.  It was discussed by senior 
representatives of all sectors of the industry at a meeting between Government and Private 
Construction Industry Organisations in April 1989.  The meeting agreed that the 
recommendations in the report were of such significance that more work should be done to 
explore how they might be implemented in the industry in Australia.  A Joint Working Party 
(JWP) was established, comprising senior representatives from all the major groups in the 
industry, with the objective of co-operatively developing proposals for changes in the practices 
of the construction industry which would lead to improved practices, and better quality work, 
with the over-riding aim of achieving a reduction in claims and disputes. 
The meetings of the JWP provided the opportunity for extensive discussion of the problems 
of the industry in an atmosphere of mutual respect.  A wide range of views were expressed and 
debated.  These discussions identified that the factors that promote efficient performance of 
projects are also the factors that eliminate or minimise the incidence of claims and disputes, and 
that greater emphasis should be given to the factors. 
The JWP identified strategies that would lead to more efficient management and 
performance of projects through various stages of project delivery.  These strategies were 
described in a report entitled 'No Dispute - Strategies for improvement in the Australian building 
and construction industry' in May 1990 by the National Public Works Council (NPWC) and 
National Building Council (NBCC) joint working party.  The report was intended to "contribute 
to the development of changed practices which will result in better performance and fewer 
disputes"[1]. 
In mid-1990, concerns over the state of industrial relations in the industry were expressed by 
construction industry organisations of NSW and Victoria to the Minister for Industrial Relations. 
 The following discussions were expanded to include issues of industry efficiency and 
competitiveness.  It became obvious that not all the problems of the industry could be attributed 
to industrial relations issues.  Consequently, the Prime Minister launched the Construction 
Industry Reform Strategy (CIRS) in December 1990. 
The CIRS was recognition that the industry's problems were broad-based and needed all 
parties to address them.  It involved four working groups preparing recommendations for 
strategies to effect change.  Their reports were finalised in April 1991 and covered Industrial 
Relations, Contracts, Skill Formation, and Industry Development. 
Cabinet requested the Minister for Industrial Relations to prepare an In-Principle Agreement 
(IPA) which would involve commitment from the industrial parties to a program of reform.  
Thus, by incorporating the key recommendations of the four Working Groups, the IPA became 
the vehicle for a complete Reform Strategy.  This strategy was widely debated and agreed upon 
through 1991 as the agenda for change and was endorsed in principle by most State Ministers for 
Construction. 
Underlying the IPA was the Commonwealth's commitment to use its purchasing policy as a 
lever to facilitate both industry reform and development.  That commitment was to be harnessed 
by establishing a sunset Agency and developing a Code of Practice containing the 
Commonwealth's requirements for contractors and consultants.  The Construction Industry 
Development Agency (CIDA) was launched in December 1991 at a formal signing of the IPA at 
which the parties agreed to support the development and finalisation of the proposed Code. 
In 1992 a NSW Royal Commission conducted an inquiry of Productivity into the Building 
Industry in New South Wales[2].  The report revealed frequent instances of questionable 
business practices and unethical conduct at all levels of the industry.  It highlighted a range of 
specific problem areas such as industrial conflict, substantial cost and time over-runs, poor 
employer-employee relationships and contractual disputes as having negative effects on 
productivity.  The report also pointed out that project outcomes, in essence, depend more on the 
relationships and understanding between the parties than on the form of delivery or the nature of 
the contracts.  The response by the industry to the criticism was surprisingly positive.  Employer 
organisations and unions agreed in principle to make changes including award restructuring, 
commitment to training, and investment in research and development.  The Commission 
recommended a move towards partnering as a way of overcoming some of the problems in the 
industry. 
It is not the intention of this paper to describe the process of partnering - this is available in 
the many texts on the subject.  Rather, the aim is to consider the major implications and likely 
outcomes of using the partnering methodology in an industry (construction) that is not only 
different in nature to manufacturing industries, but also with a longstanding and idiosyncratic 
culture that is dominated and maintained by very high levels of complexity, uncertainty and 
fragmentation, the causes of which are still not completely understood.  The remainder of this 
paper outlines these considerations and concludes with a report on a small survey of contractors 
to test the perceived level of acceptance of the partnering approach. 
 
 
2 Partnering in Australia 
 
Partnering, in its simplest form, is a commitment between two or more organisations for the 
purpose of achieving specific business objectives by maximising the effectiveness of co-operation 
[3]. 
 
Partnering was conceived in the United States of America in the early 1980's.  It was first used in 
the USA in 1983 by the Du Pont Organisation, which tested partnering as part of total quality 
control procedures in a contract with an organisation named Fluor Daniel.  The contract between 
Du Pont and Fluor Daniel fostered partnering ideals of better communication, equitable risk 
allocation and performance evaluation criteria.  However, it was the work of Charles Cowan 
during his involvement with the US Army Corps of Engineers and with the Arizona Department 
of Transport that really gave life to the Partnering philosophy. 
Partnering was formally introduced to Australia in 1992 via a series of seminars presented by 
Charles Cowan [4] and sponsored by the Master Builders - Construction & Housing Association 
of Australia.  Since then it has been used by both public and private industry, for both civil and 
building projects.  Guidelines and policies on partnering have also been prepared and included in 
the New South Wales Government's Capital Project Procurement Manual [5].  In 1994 the 
Construction Industry Institute (CII) formed a task force to investigate ways in which partnering 
arrangements could enhance the construction process.  The aim of the investigation was to 
identify the criteria for successful partnering; determine what benefits accrue to the parties; and 
ultimately identify models that might be suited to the Australian construction industry.  The 
results indicated that there were a number of possible approaches to partnering in the Australian 
construction industry and varying degrees of commitment required on the part of industry 
participants [6]. 
In the United States of America, and some Australian industries (eg manufacturing), 
partnering is regarded as fostering a long-term multi-project commitment between two parties.  
In the Australian construction industry, however, it has acquired a different meaning, that of a 
one-off project partnering arrangement.  A partnering agreement is in essence a moral agreement 
superimposed on a contractual agreement. 
 
2.1 Traditional industry culture 
 
 
Fig 1: The Dispute Vicious Circle 
 
Fig 1 illustrates the vicious circle that typifies the existing 'traditional' construction industry 
situation surrounding disputes.  This is represented by the outside rim of the diagram (the inner 
'spokes' represent the expected influencing forces of the partnering methodology.  Construction 
is a highly competitive industry with cost being the dominant factor in tender selection.  It is also 
characterised by short, infrequent, boom periods, when many new contractors enter into the 
market, interspersed with long periods of work shortage.  Here there are lengthy periods during 
which the market is continually oversupplied with contractors looking for work.  As a result, 
"low bidding contractors commonly look for holes in the documentation and structure of tenders 
to boost their profits"[7] or, more often, simply to stay in business. 
This continual tension has led to a culture akin to the 'law of the jungle', where it is necessary 
for each company to adopt a ruthless approach to handling its competitors and collaborators 
alike.  The people that are most affected by this are the company owners and managers as many 
of the tradespeople are essentially itinerant, highly mobile workers, who move from site to site, 
picking up whatever work becomes available.  Out of this has arisen a so-called collective 
'culture' that is not collective at all but embodied in the individual contracting companies' fight 
for survival.  One of the most obvious behavioural manifestations of this is the lack of trust and 
lack of communication between those involved leading to poor relationships and adversarial 
attitudes, not only between the construction industrialists, but between them and their clients.  
Consequently, clients and design consultants see contractors as adversaries, and vice versa.  As 
[1] point out 
  
Regrettably, too often emphasis is placed on the management of the contract, rather than the 
management of the performance of the Works.  This places the parties in adversarial situations leading 
to irrational methods of management. 
 
This adversarial culture inevitably results in the regular occurrence of win-lose situations, and 
sometimes even lose-lose situations.  Adversarial relationships between the client and the builder 
often lead to animosity and disputes.  There are many tried and tested processes of settling 
disputes, including litigation, arbitration and mediation.  These processes only help to solve the 
problems after they have occurred and do nothing to try to stop the problems in advance, thus 
maintaining a self-supportive and never-ending vicious circle of problems and disputes. 
The partnering methodology tries to break this vicious circle by changing the traditional 
adversarial relationship to a more co-operative, team-based work relationship [8], getting project 
members thinking in a 'win-win' frame of mind.  For all parties to win, it is necessary for projects 
to be completed on time, within budget, in accordance with the documents, and with as few 
problems as possible.  For this to happen, it is necessary for everyone to work together in 
partnership towards the common goal. 
To bring this partnership about requires changes in many aspects of the traditional approach. 
 It is for this reason we have termed partnering a 'methodology' rather than a 'system'.  In fact, it 
is the traditional 'system' as conceptualised in Fig 1 that is least affected by the current partnering 
methodology.  What adoption of the methodology implies most is a change in individual survival 
behaviours, especially a team member's adherence to the traditional adversarial attitude towards 
the other parties.  This change is not likely to be an easy task, for the people exhibiting these 
behaviours regard them as tried and tested over the years and therefore, a proven survival 
strategy. Proponents of the partnering methodology, however, believe these behaviours to be 
appropriate only in maintaining the vicious circle and that, once the circle is broken, such 
behaviours will become invalid, even fatal.  That this belief is based on the fact that the 
application of the methodology has achieved just this break-through in the USA is encouraging 
and is clearly sufficient really to encourage at least a trial in the Australian construction industry. 
Over the last five years, such 'trials' have indeed been taking place in Australia in the form of 
live projects, albeit with no serious attempt to evaluate their success.  The next part of this paper 
describes a small questionnaire survey designed to rectify this situation and shed a little light on 
the progress that has been made during that period. 
 
 
3  Questionnaire 
 
A postal questionnaire survey was conducted to determine the extent of the use of partnering, 
and its success, or failure, rate.  A postal questionnaire generally has a low response rate, 
however its advantages are: 
 
• easier and less time consuming to administer; 
• takes up less of the recipients’ time and can be answered at their convenience; 
• can be submitted anonymously if desired; 
• the simple questions can be answered quickly without the need for detailed facts and figures. 
 
The questionnaire and a cover letter were sent to 45 building contractors and stamped self-
addressed envelopes were included. 
Twenty questionnaires were returned, which is a response rate of approximately 45%.  The 
respondents have been split into the four categories shown in Table 1. 
 
Table 1. Results of survey 
________________________________________________________________ 
Characteristic  Number of responses 
________________________________________________________________ 
Not familiar with partnering 7 
Familiar with partnering, but have 
not used it   6 
Familiar with partnering, and have 
used it, but without success 1 
Familiar with partnering, and have 
used it successfully 6 
________________________________________________________________ 
 
It was interesting to note that the single respondent who had tried partnering without success still 
thought of it as an extremely effective means of reducing claims, and confirmed that if given the 
chance would use partnering again.  The reason given for the project not being a partnering 
success story was the "failure of members to adhere to the Project’s Charter.  [It] reverted to 
contractual relationship (adversarial) very quickly."  The value of the failed project was in the 
range of $5 - $10 million. 
Of the six respondents that had success with partnering there were a total of 38 projects.  The 
indicated value of these projects is shown in Table 2. 
 
Table 2: Project values 
_________________________________________ 
Value Number 
_________________________________________ 
< $1 million - 
$1 - $5 million 6 
$5 - $10 million 6 
$10 - $15 million 5 
$15 - $20 million 7 
> $20 million 14 
_________________________________________ 
Total 38 
_________________________________________ 
 
Criteria identified by the respondents as being necessary for a successful partnering project 
include: 
 
• full agreement to share responsibilities, risks and cost savings; 
• open and clear lines of communication; 
• initial willingness of all parties to participate; 
• good team approach; 
• each person of equal status, no grandstanding; 
• trust; 
• honesty; 
• no hidden agendas; 
• constant feedback between parties; 
• commitment by all parties to work as ‘partners’; 
• adherence to contractual procedures; and 
• professional people dealing with matters in a professional way. 
 
Of the respondents who had not used partnering, but have knowledge of it, five confirmed that 
they would use partnering in the future.  The sixth respondent stated honestly that partnering 
would not be used on any future projects, as they are unable to trust people. 
Of the respondents that have had success with partnering they all confirmed that they would 
use it again on future projects, with all but one respondent rating partnering as a very effective 
means of reducing claims.  The respondent who rated partnering as an ineffective means of 
reducing claims had used partnering three times previously with great success on one project, 
average success on another and without success on the third.  This respondent also indicated that 
partnering would only be used again if the client proposed it, and also said that "if you need a 
partnering charter to act in an honest and reasonable manner then partnering will not 
work." 
 
 
4  Conclusions 
 
This paper described the background to the introduction of partnering in the Australian 
construction industry, its origins and motivation.  It is examined in the light of some of the 
characteristic features of the construction industry: described here as a self-sustaining vicious 
circle of adversarial and disputatious behaviour.  The results of a small survey are also included.  
These show that, with a reported success rate of over 95 percent and an overwhelming majority 
of contractors willing to use the methodology, there are encouraging indications that the use of 
the partnering methodology is beginning to break the circle. 
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